
Winter 94 - 95 THE INVESTIGATOR CNjxm6er 12 






3k 




M ost researchers of and those interested in the 
assassination of President John F. Kennedy 
know of Dr. Cyril Wecht as the lone dissenting mem- 
ber of the forensic panel of the House Select Commit- 
tee on Assassinations. Not as many are aware of his in- 
volvement in that case from an early time and his role 
as a consultant on a number of other well known cases 
of famous or mysterious deaths across the country. 
This book explains his role in those situations and 
more. 

Co-authored with Mark Curriden, a legal writer for 
the Atlanta Constitution , and his own son, Benjamin 
Wecht, a freelance writer and teacher, Cause of Death 
is a 314 page volume with twelve chapters, each one 
about a separate murder case, mysterious or famous 
death. It includes information about the deaths of the 
wife of Jeffrey MacDonald, Elvis Presley, Dr. Herman 
Tamower, Andrew Diehl, Bill Ward, Sophie Friegood, 
two cases from Wecht's own Pittsburgh area, and the 
Sunny von Bulow attempted murder case. For the pur- 
poses of this journal, however, I am going to concen- 
trate on those three chapters that deal with the 
Kennedy family in reverse order, beginning with the 
death of Mary Jo Kopechne. 

Wecht's version of Senator Edward Kennedy's in- 
volvement in the death of Mary Jo Kopechne on that 
weekend in July of 1969 adds little to the facts of the 
case. There are many adequate books on the subject, 
dealing with specific aspects of it by Richard and Tho- 
mas Tedrow, R. B. Cutler, Kenneth Kappel, Robert 



Sherrill, Jack Olsen, and Leo Damore, to mention a 
few. Indeed, Wecht himself says in this book "...there's 
veiy little new information or evidence." 1 

Wecht states that his concern with the case did not 
involve accusations that the Kennedy family's influ- 
ence would preclude a fair disposition of the outcome. 2 
Indeed, he later was asked by Kennedy himself to sup- 
port the Senator in what was then a planned run for 
the Presidency against the incumbent in his own party, 
Jimmy Carter, according to Wecht. 3 Wecht's stated 
purpose in involving himself in this case was to deter- 
mine if there was foul play, and what good, if any, an 
exhumation and autopsy would do for the case. 

Wecht's primary contention is that if the proper 
medical and legal procedures would have been fol- 
lowed, a proper determination of the facts could have 
been made about the circumstances causing Miss Ko- 
pechne's death. He recalls testimony before Pennsylva- 
nia Judge Bernard Brominski regarding District Attor- 
ney Edmund (he calls him "Edward") Dinis’s request 
for the exhumation of Kopechne's body, and the rea- 
sons why the Kopechne family would not have favored 
such an action. 4 Wecht claimed that, in his determina- 
tion, an autopsy could determine if in fact drowning 
was the cause of death, even after burial of some 
length. To Wecht, an external examination, such as 
was done in this case, was not sufficient for determin- 
ing the cause of death in a drowning. 

Even though, in other parts of the book, Wecht iden- 
tifies himself as a Democrat politically, and, as was 
mentioned earlier, agreed to support Senator Kennedy 
in a try for the Presidency in 1980, he does question 
Kennedy's memory and version of events on that eve- 
ning. 3 He delves into the issue of toxicology reports 
and how much alcohol Miss Kopechne consumed be- 
fore her death that night. The raising of that issue here 
by Wecht lends some credence to author/researcher 
Harold Weisberg's comments to me in a letter that 
"EMK ['s accident was]... probably [due to] his own 
drunkenness." 6 At least Wecht is willing to investigate 
that possibility in this chapter. 

Wecht uses this case to recommend that qualified 
medical personnel in "the forensic sciences" 7 to be ap- 
pointed, rather than elected, throughout the country. 
He cites examples where the people that perform 
autopsies are often not even Doctors. 8 Another short 
chapter was devoted to the murder of John and Edward 
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Kennedy's brother, Senator Robert F. Kennedy, just 
one year before the Chappaquiddick incident, in 1968. 

This time, Wecht claims that the fault in finding all 
the facts was not with the medical examiner, who, in 
this case was his friend, Thomas Noguchi, "coroner of 
the stars,” who has written his own book; but with 
Sirhan Sirhan's lawyer, who, according to Wecht, did 
not properly use the information that was available in 
Sirhan's defense. 

It was Wecht, on being informed of Robert 
Kennedy's impending death by his friend Noguchi, 
who recommended that the mistakes made in President 
Kennedy's autopsy could be avoided by following cer- 
tain precautions. According to Wecht, he recom- 
mended that a "go-between" be contacted who had 
Kennedy family ties. He recommended Pierre Salinger. 
Wecht suggested that others, including Doctor Pierre 
Finck, who assisted in President Kennedy’s autopsy, be 
invited in, along with the doctors who performed sur- 
gery on Robert Kennedy, to view the autopsy, assist, 
and give suggestions, but not run the autopsy. 

Wecht related how he visited the crime scene in Los 
Angeles and the tests that were done to determine how 
many times the Senator was shot, what the ballistics 
involved. Like the Senator's brother's case involving 
Miss Kopechne, there is not much information that is 
new here, but having Wecht's expert opinion as a fo- 
rensic pathologist adds credibility to the theory that 
more than one gunman shot at Robert Kennedy that 

day 

Wecht also tells us that he was invited by Mrs. 
Sirhan, the accused assassin’s mother, to defend her 
son in court. Wecht shares his reasons for declining 
(among others, he Tiadn't recently practiced criminal 
law, though he was a lawyer as well as doctor, his busy 
schedule, and his admitted great sympathies for the 
Kennedy family.) 10 

In the end, Wecht expresses regret that he did not 
take Sirhan's case. He states clearly that he believes 
Sirhan deserves a new trial and that Sirhan was not 

Robert Kennedy's murderer . 11 

That brings us to Wecht's first chapter of this book, 
and by far the longest: the chapter on the assassination 
of President John F. Kennedy, and the case that Wecht 
is most thought of being associated with. Like the 
other two cases in this book involving the Kennedy 
family, not much that is new has been offered m this 



work. Wecht's insights are valuable, however, if for no 
other reason than he has put them on paper for future 
reference, and from his perspective as an expert on the 
case and in forensic pathology. 

As might be expected, Wecht, like Dr. Charles Cren- 
shaw before him in JFK Conspiracy of Silence, reit- 
erates the chain of events that occurred on November 
22, 1963 that culminated in the death of President 
Kennedy. It then goes on to describe the investigation 
of the Warren Commission, the conclusions of which 
Wecht comments about early on "...absolute non- 
sense!" 12 His comments on the appropriateness of an 
autopsy on the President right there in Dallas are valu- 
able in light of his professional qualifications. 

Wecht explains in detail why a sectioning of the 
brain was crucial to solving the mystery of the direc- 
tion and nature of damage of shots to the President s 
head. The importance of this evidence was confirmed 
by Dr. Roger McCarthy, President of Failure Analysis, 
the engineering firm so often quoted by Gerald Posner 
in his recent work Case Closed. In a conversation by 
telephone with Dr. McCarthy on October 11, 1993, he 
told me that this case "won’t be resolved until we find 
his brain." 15 However, in the same conversation Mc- 
Carthy also noted "there are bigger problems than the 
wounds." 

Wecht goes on to say that an exhumation of the Pre- 
sident’s body could still reveal information that would 
be helpful, in particular an examination of the skull. 
Wecht comments that all of this would have been un- 
necessary if the military doctors had followed appro- 
priate procedures for an autopsy. In commenting about 
Wecht's criticism of Dr. James J. Humes' admitted de- 
struction of notes he took during the autopsy, my fam- 
ily physician. Doctor Florence Lenahan, of Columbus, 
Ohio, and former Delaware County Coroner, com- 
mented that "destruction of any notes taken during an 
autopsy is inappropriate. A coroner can always use any 
information that helps to remember what you origi- 
nally saw.'" 4 

Wecht explains how he first got involved in the case 
through discussions with Pierre Finck, and authors 
Sylvia Meagher and Josiah Thompson. He states that, 
at first, in 1965, there was "not enough evidence... for 
me to reject the Warren Commission conclusions." 15 

Like many other conspiracy theorists, Wecht goes 
into detail about the "magic bullet" that was supposed 
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to have traveled through Kennedy's back and neck, and 
on through Governor John Connally, seated in front of 
Kennedy. Here Wecht and Roger McCarthy differ 
somewhat. On September 18, 1993, Wecht telephoned 
me at my home long distance. Among other things, he 
told me that Posner's claim in Case Closed that the 
"magic bullet" tumbled when exiting the President's 
neck was inaccurate. He said this exit "would not cause 
tumbling." 16 In contrast, McCarthy told me on October 
11th that tumbling occurs "all the time" in wounds like 
this. 17 

Further, Wecht repeats the charge by Jim Garrison, 
dramatized in Oliver Stone's film JFK that the bullet 
could not have traveled a path that caused wounds in 
both men. He claims that defenders of the Warren 
Commission keep putting Connally further to the left, 
much like Jim Moore does in Conspiracy of One. In 
that book, Moore claims that because Kennedy was 
seated all the way to his right, with his arm over the 
side of the car, and Connally was in a jump seat, which 
was situated inboard from the regular seat that 
Kennedy was in, Connally was considerably to the left 
of Kennedy, and thus in line to receive the "magic bul- 
let" as the Warren Commission says. 18 When I was in 
Detroit for the 1992 Annual Convention of the Na- 
tional Council for the Social Studies, I had occasion to 
view President Kennedy's limousine at the Henry Ford 
Museum at Greenfield Village. Although it had been 
cleaned up and reconstructed (the bubble top was now 
replaced by a permanent roof), I could see that Con- 
nally's jump seat was indeed a few inches to the left of 
Kennedy's position. Pictures of Kennedy in the famous 
Zapruder film clearly show his arm draping over the 
side of the car. Wecht, however, is convinced that Con- 
nally could not be far enough to the left to cause his 
wounds from the same bullet that hit Kennedy in the 
back, and perhaps the neck, and told me so in our Sep- 
tember telephone conversation. 

Wecht describes how he became involved in Jim 
Garrison's prosecution of Clay Shaw in New Orleans. 
His help was sought in regard to the autopsy evidence, 
which was deposited in the National Archives, with re- 
strictions imposed by the Kennedy family. It is inter- 
esting that Wecht had been given permission to view 
the autopsy pictures again, this time with Doctors 
Randy Robertson and David Mantik, professional ac- 
quaintances of his. That was to have taken place late in 



September of 1993. 19 

Like many other authors, Wecht could not resist re- 
laying a story by someone with Mob connections who 
claimed to have primary sources relating to the assassi- 
nation. He spends several pages describing his contact 
with one Robert Russell, a "convict turned Mob infor- 
mant." 20 Wecht also relayed an interesting interview he 
had with Marina Oswald, widow of the accused assas- 
sin Lee Harvey Oswald. 

In the end, Wecht suggests that rogue elements of 
the CIA, in conjunction with the Mob were responsible 
for President Kennedy's death; He calls for a special 
prosecutor in light of FBI and Justice Department's 
lack of "...interest in solving this case." 21 

This book has value to those new to the cases re- 
viewed here because it gives a basic summary and 
overview of the events and personalities involved in 
each case. Though it does not add a lot of new facts to 
any of the cases involving the Kennedys, it is of value 
to seasoned researchers and students of the cases be- 
cause it explains the context in which Wecht became 
involved in these cases, and his unique perspective as 
an admirer of the Kennedys and forensic pathologist. 
If you are willing to wade through the facts you already 
know, this book is readable and has considerable value 
as a reference work. David Keck, 3503 Huntingbrook 
Drive #203, Columbus, OH 43231-4937. 
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